

Chapter One

Thursday, 9.54 a.m.

A cold wind scurries beneath the half-door as Jake stands in his outdoor shower staring at the familiar, now wintry landscape. A record is playing loud: maundering sounds escaping from his kitchen along with the steamy warmth of his house. There is ice on the cobbled courtyard in front of him, hard as iron, treacherous to negotiate in bare feet. The winter here grips you painfully tight, he thinks, it imprisons you, it makes you think of airy summer days like they are a story from someone else’s memory.

Melancholy thoughts, and Jake snorts them from his nose along with the running water, rubbing his cheeks hard, and washing the soapy suds from his long hair and thick beard. Everyone feels gloomy in the winter. The days short and sullen, the sporadic splutters of icy rain, the nights starting early and then lingering, reluctant to concede the space to the morning. And what has he really to feel low about after all? His muscles tingle from his daily exercise, his head feels clear, his very own land stretches out before him into the pallid and sightless horizon.

It’s no fun, though, switching off the shower and tiptoeing into the house on a day like this, an old towel wrapped around his hard middle, the frigid air clinging to the rest of him. There is quite a lot to cling to: he is tall, too tall he often feels, almost six and a half feet, and in the last two years his body has become broad and lean, with sinewy hillocks of muscle.

He cowers naked in front of the fire in the back living room for a moment, spinning slowly as if he were roasting, before he shrugs on his thick hooded top and pyjama bottoms. He remembers seeing Livia in front of this same fire for the first time, almost eighteen months ago, her rain-soaked clothes steaming, his own thoughts restless with curiosity and desire. At that point, she had been someone beautiful and inaccessible, a surprise that had brightened his existence from their first accidental meeting in a sheep field (he a city slicker clomping about uncertainly; she a local vet, who seemed as much part of the countryside as the meadow flowers beneath their feet). Livia still looks good in his clothes, he thinks, an old shirt hurried onto her body after a night-time shower, or lazily ahead of a morning’s pottering in the vegetable garden.

The record finishes. It is Ravel’s Pavane for a Dead Princess, slow piano echoing in the bleak. Jake goes to stop the hiss, and pours himself a coffee, carefully stirring in thick, dark sugar. He sips and feels warm inside for the first time. On the table in front of him is a postcard from a policeman, announcing that he will be visiting today at 11 a.m. Jake has no phone, no internet, and is miles from any postal route, so is a hard man to make an appointment with. He still loves that in the main. He now gets any relevant mail routed to the local shop – called, in a twee attempt to appease tourists, the Jolly Nook – in the nearby village of Caelum Parvum, and tries to remember to collect it once a week. The policeman, Chief Inspector Watson, knows Jake and his strange way of life, but also knows that Jake will always make time for him. They became close during a murder investigation, following the death of a local woman, and have stayed in complacent touch ever since. That particular period is still fraught in Jake’s memory: the investigation had spiralled, an innocent old man – another sudden friend of Jake’s – died, and together he and Watson had discovered a pattern of violent sexual assaults in the area dating back decades.

Jake has a few moments before Watson’s arrival and tidies in a desultory fashion. Clothes drying above the stove go into three baskets, one each for him and his two regular house guests, Livia and her daughter Diana. He frowns for a second. The arrangement still feels temporary, and he wants it not to. But he and Livia can’t quite agree on what permanence should look like, or whether a newly nucleated family like theirs can really prosper in such a place of awkward solitude.

Jake had been given his home as a legacy from a dying uncle, a gift to help him renounce the world and its entanglements. Little Sky – a glorious farmhouse, half from the eighteenth century, half newly designed, set in countless acres of land – had lured him from the city, as Uncle Arthur had intended, become a haven, a soft pastel expanse of peace, a world entire of tumbling fields and ancient hedges and deep loamy soil. The windy shudder of banked trees often the only sound to Jake’s ears. The welcome of natural quiet. But it asked the insistent question still: was renunciation, complete rejection of all that is ugly and necessary and modern, ever fully possible? He reckons he doesn’t seem to be making that good a job of it.

The sounds of stamping outside the door seem to answer the question once more. Jake can hear muttering, imagines the fussy removal of gloves, the inefficient search for pockets to put them in.

He opens the door ahead of any knock. ‘Good morning, chief.’

A wizened face wreathed in smiles, nose reddened by that unforgiving wind, grey hair poking unruly from beneath a black woolly hat.

‘Jake, my boy, delighted that you’re in. I didn’t much fancy an immediate tramp back across your fields.’

‘I got your note right enough. And you know I tend not to have many other places to be.’

‘I did know that. But strange things can happen around here. And who’s to say that your lovely companion hadn’t lured you away somewhere.’ Watson was fond of Livia, whom he had known before Jake in her role as the local vet, a figure of warmth and positivity.

Watson walks past Jake into the kitchen, the heat embracing him instantly. He leaves his boots by the stove to dry, and in stockinged feet – a lurid red, Jake notes – pads across to one of the two nearby armchairs. Jake had soon realized, in a rural winter, that much of life can be conducted in the kitchen, near to food, and heat, and boiling water, so he has made the room – which is big and clean and welcoming – as comfortable as possible. He still spends most evenings in his thriller library, though, which has its own fire, and the palpable comfort of thousands of books as well.

Watson is long and thin as a poker and extends his legs so his feet are almost touching the stove door. He sighs exuberantly. ‘Oh, but that’s better. I thought my toes were going to fall off out there for a moment. It’s not civilized, you know Jake, living somewhere that you can only visit by walking. It’s like something from the Victorian period.’

Jake smiles and pours coffee. This is a version of a conversation the two had been having since the beginning of their friendship. He grabs another record from his kitchen stack, which totters awkwardly on a table in the corner and which he is always meaning to arrange more carefully. More piano, he thinks, and selects something by Liszt, his Ave Maria, then dips the volume so the sorrowful tinkling barely rises above and through the sputtering of the wood in the stove.

The two men, at ease, talk of this and that, the weather, the season, some of Watson’s more routine work. The latter leads Watson where he wants to go, and he pauses, sits up and clears his throat with some unease.

‘Jake, I know you’re not one for talking proper shop, but I did want to see you for a reason.’

Jake had figured as much. He had been a detective himself in another life, a past that now only barely intruded into his present. A good one too, a cold case expert, a weaver of fresh narratives from old, broken threads. He had been rescued – as he sometimes saw it, when he bathed in the greenness of the lush land around him, or closed the door on an icy night for the comfort of a solitary fire – from a life of metropolitan crime. Arthur had made his new life possible, had given him not only the house but the chance to narrow his horizons, embrace peace, avoid the murk and pain of lives shattered by violence.

Jake winces slightly, shifts in his chair. ‘Knowing your lack of athleticism, shall we call it, I was fairly sure you hadn’t come here for the exercise. What do you want to discuss?’

‘It’s a grim one, I’m afraid. A child snatch, something more or less inexplicable, happened maybe fifty miles from here.’ The county Jake lived in was long and broad, filled for the most part with farms and tiny villages, and Watson’s jurisdiction was almost unmanageably large. ‘I’ve been working it these last few weeks and, you know at this point the trail is cold and the prospects bleak.’

‘Parents?’

‘Of course we’ve looked at them very carefully. But nothing suspicious. It was an IVF baby, a girl called Laura, the love of their life who arrived when they thought they couldn’t have children. Now five, from all we can tell a happy and cared-for girl. I know that doesn’t mean much, and we’ve both seen it mean nothing, but there’s literally no evidence that they have done something here.’

The stove grumbles, and some wood dislodges itself. The record comes to an end, and Jake reaches forward and flips sides.

‘What do you want from me? You can work this as well as I ever could, and I’m not a copper anymore, as we established last time.’ A wry smile for them both, an acknowledgement of what had happened in the past, and how that inquiry into murder, suicide and spate of historic rapes had been solved mainly by Jake acting free from the restraints of official investigation.

‘Oh, I know all that. But there’s one piece of evidence. It may be nothing, it may not even be evidence. But it’s nagging at me, and I thought you might help me understand it. I even broke the rules a bit and brought it with me.’ He reaches into his pocket and withdraws a transparent bag, which contains nothing more than a small, tattered business card in the corner. He hands it to Jake, who looks at it circumspectly. One side is blank, the other has two words in black and bold, printed with careful calligraphy: NO TABOO.




Chapter Two

Thursday, 11.22 a.m.

Jake’s hands clench as the memory unearths itself. His voice is uncertain, clinging inside his throat. ‘Where did you find that?’

‘A few hundred yards from the snatch, half screwed up, like it had either been discarded or fallen from someone’s pocket. There were no litter bins nearby, so no reason for it to be there. Nobody could explain it easily. So it became a piece of evidence. Is it ringing any bells for you?’

Jake has been taken back probably five years, to when he was already well-established as a cold case detective. He was living in the city with his then-wife Faye, and they had just had their second miscarriage. He hated that he measured the phases of his past relationship by each failed pregnancy. But he did. Each tragic event had formed a tightening, a choking, a steady and incremental strangling of their happiness. He couldn’t think about his marriage without thinking of the pain. That was a miniature tragedy in itself.

Life at home was volatile back then. Sometimes he and Faye were pushed together in grief; sometimes it drove a thick, grim silence deep between them. Sometimes they could ignore it, as you would an ugly painting in the corner of the room, and they laughed and loved and told themselves that life was fine. At other times they knew that what they had wasn’t working, and would never work.

All that meant Jake was spending more and more time in the office, his cases welcome distractions, however awful the events that preceded them. He had two on his books at the time: one was itself a child abduction, the other a murder of a homeless man, five years apart and by all accounts unconnected. On the second case, some stray DNA at the scene had led Jake to the murderer, a former soldier with a long record of violence, but he was too late to arrest him. By the time he had chased down the right identity and location, the man was dead, a suicide by hanging, the body cold and purpled by the time it was discovered.

The stolen child – a boy of eight, James, scruffy thatch of blond hair, smile wonky at the corner in all the photos he had seen – was never found. A cold case that stayed cold, as so many of them did. James joined the company of ghosts, the images of the unavenged victims, that clustered forever on the edge of Jake’s consciousness, even now.

‘The thing was, chief, I got a call one night, late at my desk. I was tying up the murder-suicide, still probing at the file of the missing kid. I remember it well: a panicked voice, shrill almost, and it blurted something, then hung up. An untraceable number, probably a burner phone.’

Watson leans forward, hands flat against his knees. ‘And what was the blurt?’

‘Find no taboo.’

‘That’s pretty hard to fathom.’

‘I know. And I didn’t fathom it in the end. In fact, I mostly thought it was a crank, except for the fact that it came to me on my personal phone, and that number would not have been easy to get. The internet was no real help, everybody I asked looked baffled. But I marked it in the files as an unanswered question.’

Watson nods. ‘That’s why your name came up when I looked into it. Was that as far as it got?’

Jake sips his coffee, his mind racing back into his past. ‘I kept nagging at it, with little hope. There was a conspiracy theory we eventually dug up in the darkest depths of the dark web. It claimed that a collective of wealthy criminals somehow operated together, to provide illegal services to the elite. It was fairly wacky stuff, and sat alongside all the other usual rants about Jewish bankers, lizard people, royal paedophiles, microchips in vaccinations, and so on. Anyway, we discovered one chat where the phrase “they have no taboos” was there in italics. My Searcher, Aletheia Campbell, found it for me a year after the call, but there was nothing further to do with it.’

‘And did your caller mention the cases you were working on?’

‘Nope. It could have been to do with my soldier, it could have been James. It could have been neither. It could have been, it probably was, nothing.’

‘And yet here’s my card all these years later.’

‘Which could have nothing to do with Laura at all.’

‘True, true. But you and I don’t like coincidences, or we wouldn’t be good at our jobs. Plus, saying it’s a coincidence doesn’t help me go further, so it isn’t useful to me.’

Jake nods. That was true in detective novels and in real life. Coincidences do happen, but they are not helpful in building the story that is at the heart of making sense of the world: all criminal investigations are narratives that have to hang together; randomness is a terrible danger to them.

‘I’m sorry I can’t be of more help. I’m not sure there’s much there really.’

Watson is silent. The record has finished. The stove is still for once. Outside, the wind whispers through the bare, ruined branches. A guttural croak of a solitary bird.

‘Would you speak to your old colleagues again for me? I’ve gone through all the normal channels, and didn’t get further than your file note.’

‘I don’t know, chief. I’m not one to get involved, and I’ve already had too much police business since my retirement.’

‘You’re still just about in your thirties, a gifted detective, so I won’t allow the word “retirement”. But I’m not asking much, just a call, a chat, a shot in the dark. I won’t let this little girl down if I can help it.’

Jake’s mind flashes at once to Diana, Livia’s eight-year-old daughter, a bright and charming and innocent presence in his life. The thought of her in danger, of her being sullied by the vile rankness of adult desire, revolts him. He shakes his head ruefully.

‘Of course, I’ll help. But I don’t have much hope. You better give me a couple of days, and then come back here then. If I get anything sooner, I’ll call from the Nook. Can I make you lunch before you go?’

Watson gives a wintry grin. ‘Now you know I never turn down free food if I can avoid it.’

Jake boils some potatoes he had been growing in his greenhouse – one of the several additions he has made to Little Sky in his time there – and makes a salad with some spring onions and pickled red cabbage. He serves it with some local cheese – sharp, salty and crumbly – and a glass of warm cider. Sleet spits at the window as they eat, the sky darkens and glowers, and Watson soon hastens on his way back to the road.




Chapter Three

Thursday, 2.35 p.m.

Jake tidies up and then flops once more into his armchair. After a few moments, he feels oppressed by the mithering heat of the kitchen and decides to go for a walk.

Little Sky came with a vast expanse of land, mainly in the form of gently undulating fields. A miniature world to get lost in, big enough that he can do a five-mile run every morning and remain on his own grounds. The highest point is behind the house, humps and hummocks of thick grass making an unhurried descent towards a building that began life as a farmhouse in the distant past. It was extended into an L-shape by Jake’s uncle and is a pleasant commingling of old and new.

Facing the courtyard between the two wings is a large lake, enclosed on one side by a wood, with a narrow beach at either end. In the middle is a small island, which Jake seldom visits but is a marker for him on his daily swims. Each morning, since the very first summer days of angry red dawns and simmering heat, he has swum in the wild water, naked and somewhat liberated. It is both a pleasure and a penance he imposes on himself. In these times of clenching cold, he doesn’t make it all the way across like he does in summer, but he manages enough each day to convince himself of his own vitality.

From the beginning Jake gave names to the various landmarks based on characters in the crime books he loved, his other inheritance from Uncle Arthur. Thus Poirot Point prominent at the back of the property, Agatha Wood, Reacher Lake, Chandler Brook, large fields called Velda, Bosch and Wimsey, Wolfe Orchard, and so on. A foolish conceit, but one which he still enjoyed. By the lake, he has built a sauna, which he uses especially at night, sweating in front of hot red coals in the smokily lit gloaming, before plunging gaspingly into the unseen silkiness of the water.

Today he walks past the sauna and begins skirting the lake. Daylight is already slipping away, the mottled greys of the heavy sky bleeding imperceptibly into black. As ever, he basks in the quiet: the breeze lingering in the reeds, the frisky scatterings of leaves, the relentless slip-slap of the water on the bank. To his right loom the miniature houses on stilts he had built for his chickens. He can hear self-satisfied cooings and cluckings as he approaches, as they bury themselves in the straw for warmth.

Some sleet falls in his face, beading his beard, but he keeps on plodding forward. He knows the way even in the deepening dusk, feet following paths worn into the land by his routine movement. He is remembering old cases, old failures. James’s mother had implored him to find her son, even after the trail had gone cold following years of fruitless investigation. He can still see her face, harrowed by a grief that would never be assuaged, her eyes unlit by hope, the sour note of desperation emanating from her like a stench.

She had wanted answers, even if they were terrible, final, devastating answers. The uncertainty was worse than anything else, he knew, and he had not been able to remove it. He imagines that Watson was feeling something similar now, and quickens his pace as if to enact some sort of resolution on his part. He would do what he could to help, even as he doubted that it would be enough.

He has looped back towards his house, which nestles in a glimmering pool of light against the surrounding darkness. The wind picks up and he hears something, faint, then stronger. His name screamed out, not in anger but in play, in joy. He can make out the two figures standing in the courtyard shouting for him. Livia and Diana, here for dinner, waiting for him to come home. He picks up his feet and runs towards them.




Chapter Four

Thursday, 6.40 p.m.

Dinner over (venison burgers and jacket potatoes, both cooked in Jake’s covered firepit just outside the kitchen window), and the house peaceful. Sounds of snow flurries and creaking timbers. The night outside black and wild. They are sitting in the library: Diana watching something downloaded on her iPad, cross-legged on the rug near the fire, straight-backed, headphones on, a model of concentration in her motley pyjamas; Livia, curved and floppy, her head on Jake’s chest as they sprawl on the ancient sofa in the corner.

Jake still feels a flutter of nervous excitement at Livia’s proximity: the smoothness of her brown skin, the wild fruit smell of her hair, the sheer physical reality of her body, its welcome heft and texture. Their relationship had so nearly not happened, due to his isolation, her work as a vet and preoccupations as a single parent. And then – more perilous still – one night of bloody adventure when they had been confronted by a man bent on harming them. That could have broken their bond, but instead it reinforced it, and they knew they had fostered something between them worth cherishing.

It isn’t easy, though, making things work. Their lives are not particularly compatible. Jake has no structure, no responsibility; Livia has her job (long hours on occasion, hard work) and her responsibilities as a mother. She can’t simply live with him, like him, breathing in the freedom of the land and sky. So they have to compromise: he stays more often with her than she does with him, he leaves quietly in the mornings, he gives her space, allows her to visit on her own terms.

Tonight he tells her about Watson’s request, his own nagging memories of the lost child. She tells him about a new source of work for her. There is a huge country house fifteen miles away that had been mouldering for decades, owned by impoverished aristocracy who were gradually forced to reduce their activities until selling up became the only tenable option. The property had been bought by a rich businessman, keen to keep horses in the vast stables once more.

‘His chappy, his chief of staff or whatever, came to see me. I’m going to visit next week, and if it looks doable, I’ll become their vet.’

‘Isn’t there someone more local?’

‘A couple of old sorts, but he said his boss wanted someone younger and hungrier.’

Jake pats her arm. ‘That’s you, young and hungry.’

‘Middle-aged and keen to grow my practice, at least.’

‘Can you spare the time?’

‘I think so. At least in the beginning. I’ve always loved horses, I’m good at treating them, and I don’t think they’re looking at creating some kind of advanced racing stables. I’ll just have to be able to be in contact a bit more.’

Jake felt a tug in his stomach, a flutter of apprehension. ‘What does that mean for us?’

She digs him gently in the ribs. ‘Oh, calm down, you old worrier. I’m not ready to move in here yet anyway. I’ll just need to be at home a bit more of the time to check messages, but I do that already. And when I’m here, the calls bounce across to Daniel. Don’t get all edgy.’

But this was always the problem. Jake had managed to renounce much of modern life: he had no phone, no internet connection, no TV or radio. Little Sky was completely disconnected from the modern world, apart from the electricity and water supply, the former quite illegally. It was a deliberate and joyful black spot. But that was no way of life to support a busy professional woman, or a growing daughter. Daniel was a vet from another village, with whom Livia had a reciprocal relationship of cover, a common practice in large areas served by single operators.

Jake is still musing. ‘At some point, we’ll have to work out how we can live together. If you want to, I mean. My little island from the world has its problems.’

‘Paradises always tend to fall, don’t they?’ She strokes the back of his head gently. ‘I know we need to come up with something, but I don’t want to rob you of this, or take it away from Diana and me. Let’s keep going as we are. If that suits you …’

He can do nothing other than agree. But it is a source of anxiety to him, something shapeless inside that he knows will linger, unassuaged. They go back to their books. After a while, Livia shepherds Diana to her bedroom, where they read together until she is ready to sleep. Then Livia returns, a gleam of pleasure in her eyes. She and Jake strip, and steal outside, their middles wrapped in towels, to the sauna, which is hot and dim and inviting, a contrast to the icy whistling of the wind. They giggle as they hurry to shut the door and disrobe once more. It is breathtakingly, almost painfully hot. They stretch out beside each other on the hot wood, which smells clean like fire. He loves watching the beads of moisture run down her skin, collecting in the soft valley of her stomach or in the dim tangle of her hair below. She is penny-coloured in the faint glow of the lantern, he is obstinately pale, ghostly.

Livia yawns. ‘I like this bit, and I like the bit after when you take me inside and then, well, take me a different way. It’s the icy plunge I dread.’

‘Miss that bit out then. Hold my towel while I jump in the lake, and then we’ll go in together.’

‘And have you seem all tough, and me all weak? No chance. Come on.’ She slaps his thigh. ‘Let’s see you shrivel up before you fill out again.’

He follows out of the door, the cold air clutching at them. She slips into the gloom, last glimpse of bewitching hips, and then he hears a splash and a squeal. He leaps in beside her, gasping, before helping her back onto the pier. The wood is gnarled and slippy beneath their feet. They wrap themselves in towels, and head to a bedroom far from the sleeping child. It doesn’t take them long to warm up after that.




Chapter Five

Friday, 8.30 a.m.

Jake walks to the village, his practised lope covering the yards with ease. Walking is what he does now; it is like eating or sleeping, a part of the natural rhythm of existence. Distance, in his mind, is mainly a function of how far he can carry himself, which shrinks his environment to the closest ten or twenty miles around him, but at the same time makes him appreciate how wide and vast such a patch can be.

The day is bright, the sky blue, the air so cold his breath crystallizes before him, like a cobweb suspended by nothing. When he reaches the river, running high and flowing in sluggish sulk past him, he notes the sentinel presence of the heron. His heron, he likes to think: a regular companion on his roamings. As if in acknowledgement, or perhaps disdain, it billows open its wings, a powerful flutter of greys and blues, and with aggressive languor launches itself into the air, flying low over the surface of the water until it is lost in the distance.

Jake is heading to the Nook to phone Aletheia, his old Searcher. The title was used informally to describe those in his branch of the force who could trace information, physical and digital footprints, left – often unheeded – by people: where they spent their money, what websites they visited, when they were picked up on CCTV cameras, how they communicated with others. Aletheia was an artist at it, a sort of virtuoso, picking up trails, pinpointing the intersections of target with the outside world with pixel-perfect precision. Jake had relied on her in his cold case work, as did others across the police and military intelligence, and he knew she would help him if she could.

From the outside, the Nook looks like a sad and anachronistic enterprise, a flagging market for tat and over-priced essentials. But it is actually the heart of the village. Inside are all of life’s provisions and most of its luxuries: locally brewed cider and beer; meat and fish caught in the area, sometimes from the farmers, sometimes from the poachers; fresh vegetables; a hodgepodge of preserves and pickles made with offhand skill by Sarah, the owner. At night it becomes a pub of sorts, a cellar opened to locals for a drink, payments settled incomprehensibly by a system of monthly accounting. On long summer evenings, the air sultry and warm, you could sit in the garden on the soft, springy grass at the back, and listen to the happy sounds of family chatter, the friendly bellows of children playing alongside the murmurings of small groups of adults.

Sarah from the beginning had helped Jake. Her own children had grown up and left the area, and then her husband had suddenly died, his hard life as a farmer taking an early toll. She responded with calm and resolution, had made the Nook just about pay, and was an unflappable presence in Jake’s life.

When he opens the door, the bell tinkling quietly, she is standing at her regular position behind the counter, her feet on a pile of old newspapers to give her elevation and keep off the chill of the stone-flagged floor. She has a pile of receipts before her. She smiles affably, and carries on her tallying.

Jake moves past the till and gives her a quick hug. He can feel her bones beneath her skin, a momentary sense of her frailty.

‘Good morning, my friend,’ he says quietly. ‘Are you well?’

‘I’m not falling in love with adding up yet, I must admit. But otherwise not too bad, my old duck. You look like you’re up to something and in want of a favour.’

‘I am indeed. Your phone.’

‘Nothing to stop you connecting your place up with a phone, as I’ve said before. I know, I know, your daft uncle – God rest him – wanted you to keep away from the world, but I’m not sure you really want it yourself, do you? It’s not much to offer a lovely young family either.’

As Jake had been thinking along similar lines, he winces a little. ‘Don’t start. I won’t argue the point. But as of right now, this morning, I do need your phone, so can I use it?’

‘Course you can. It’s always there for you. Something important, that might involve us in fuss again?’

‘I really hope not.’

‘You really hoped that last time.’

With a nod of her head, she motions him behind her, through a doorway into the kitchen. He settles himself in an old armchair, wiry stuffing poking out of the thick cushion seat. It is surprisingly comfortable. He grabs the phone and thinks carefully so as to remember the right number. Sarah bustles in, and puts down a homemade cheese scone, split and thickly covered in butter, rocks of salt glistening on the surface, along with a glass of elderflower cordial.

‘You need feeding up.’ He doesn’t. He is as strong as he has ever been, the outdoor life, and daily exercise, limbering and toughening his body. But he knows the pastry will melt in his mouth and is happy to accept.

As he chews, he dials the number, and imagines Aletheia in her normal lair. It would be gloomy, windowless, the greenish light of the screen pulsing back from her glasses, the noise of air conditioner and computer a steady hum in the background.

She picks up, and sounds pleased to hear from him. They talk briefly of life, her mother, a sickly soul for whom she cared when she wasn’t working, Jake’s own semi-wild existence.

‘But you only ever come to me for a favour, Jake, so you better cough to that now.’

He scratches at a stray piece of fluff on the arm of the chair. ‘Do you remember when we looked into that strange phrase “no taboo”? Nothing really stuck
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Prologue

Outside, the hillside is buffeted by an unseasonable wind, the brackeny undergrowth shifting and flattening, patternless. The sky is a pool of gloom, purpling towards night, the sun absent and concealed. If you climbed the nearby tower, you would see a huge expanse of land, stretching out towards where the horizon should be, a raised flatness studded with marks of history. These marks have been painstakingly uncovered, but they had been there all along, just waiting to be returned to the light. Temples and shrines, buildings of peace and violence. This is, above all else, an old place.

Underground is where some of the treasures are kept. Two people creep down to see them. They stare uneasily at one another. Their eyes gleaming coals in the dusky halflight. Mistrust etched on their faces. Behind one is a stone tomb, a cold block of grey; behind the other a display of bones, white and stark and sterile. A notebook lies on the table in the corner, beneath a lamp. On it a drawing of the hillside, a demarcation of disputed boundaries.

Time passes. Then, familiar violence returns to the place. All is quiet once more.

Two of them walked down into the underground room. As night finally falls, the squalling black, only one of them climbs the steps back onto the hillside, back into the present.

The First Letter

To the desecrators

The land does not want you here. History does not want you here. Blood has been spilled in this cold, dark soil once, and it shall be spilled again.

What once was built high and proud has been lost to the tides of the past. Buried deep by the mounting earth. It should not be disturbed.

You should leave this land, before the land rises up and drives you forth. I will drive you forth. I will take the revenge of the unquiet land and the people and the past.

‘Wherefore is light given to him that is in misery, and life unto the bitter in soul; which long for death, but it cometh not; and dig for it more than for hid treasures; which rejoice exceedingly and are glad, when they can find the grave?’ Job 3:21

You are digging for death. I am death come alive once more.

I shall not be silenced. The treasure shall stay hid.

You have been warned.

Wulfnoth

Chapter One

Chandler Lake, Little Sky

Dawn always comes before the sun. Light glimmers and glows and grows. It swells up, formless, from somewhere hidden beneath the horizon, paling the sky upwards. Minutes pass, faint hues spread like a stain before you actually see the sun itself, a ball of bolder colour. If you always sleep late, Jake thinks, you would reckon dawn breaks like a peal or a shout, immediate, when instead it seeps in, quiet and unannounced.

He doesn’t need to get up with the first light, which is perhaps why he does it so easily. When he lived in the city, amid the tyranny of alarm clocks and train times and work deadlines, he hated the mornings. Their insistent demands, their refusal to brook tired excuses; the artificial light that made you squint as it struck, false and yellowing against your bleary eyes. A bed is a comfortable refuge when you are being dragged from it.

Now he lives, if not free from all pressure, free at least from that sort of pressure. He imagines looking at himself from above, how he appears at this moment, so lazily and joyfully free. He is lying on a rowboat in the middle of his own lake, his body long and lean, pale skin already slightly varnished by the season. Spring reaching out and handing the baton over to summer. His thick brown hair is pooled against the old wood, which is roughened by time and use and water; his long beard is dense and scratchy. A pair of old black shorts hanging slightly off his hip bones.

The boat is his, as is the water that surrounds it, and the land – stretching out beyond sight – beyond that. If Jake were to rise up on one elbow he could make out his home behind him, a big L-shaped farmhouse nestled in the ground. To his right a wooded area, dense with purpling limbs and thick green foliage, looming up right to the edge of the water. To his left, a small land mass in the middle of the lake, a tangle of trees in its own right, with a new pier jutting out, bright white and still bearing the marks of his own recent labour.

He calls it Reacher Island, set within Chandler Lake. It is Agatha Wood he can also see, each of its inharmonious outlines familiar as a pattern to him. When Jake was given the house, he named all of the landmarks after characters or writers of detective fiction. A fitting conceit in lots of ways: he was a retired detective; his uncle had bequeathed him the place, Little Sky, along with a library of thrillers. Arthur’s love of books, passed on to him as a child, had sent Jake on the path towards the police force; his bequest had enabled him to leave the job and the city and a failed marriage. The names honoured his past and the whimsy of his new, mostly idle present. They also reminded him that, so far, he had never quite managed to get away from the perils of crime or the need for detection.

It is still too cool to be completely idle this morning. He sits up, breathes in deep, and grips the oars loosely in his calloused hands. The day promises warmth, light blue skies and soft scurrying clouds, but it is not warm yet. Jake’s body still holds the heat from his morning run, but he doesn’t want to let himself get too stiff. Rolling his shoulders, he pushes hard against the water, the faint splash of the rowing stroke muted against the hissing noise of the nearby reeds, riffled insistently by the wind.

Jake had been checking the paint job of the island pier, which is why he had come this way in the first place, and sees he will have to come back to do another coat. Now he decides to stretch his muscles and loop long around the island, before taking the boat back home. He has no plans for the rest of the morning beyond the happy, puttering effort of chores that never end.

Later that day Livia would return, the woman he loves and almost lives with. She is the vet based in the nearby village of Caelum Parvum, and she splits her time between her cottage there and Little Sky. Her daughter Diana is a contented inhabitant of both homes, though is a regular and noisy advocate too of them all living more simply together in these vast, welcoming spaces. Jake and Livia have almost agreed on the point, but are awaiting – needlessly, he often thinks – a big change in their circumstances before finally making a commitment: the baby they are trying for. It is his superstition that is really stopping them: if you change your life for the idea of a baby, what happens if the baby never comes? He’d done it before, and it had brought him pain and sorrow.

Jake’s shoulders crackle as he shrugs the thought away. He is past the island now in the middle of the open water, the sunlight scattering gems upon the waves. A family of ducks bob together, mottled browns and creams and newborn yellows, neatly aligned as if in a miniature squadron. He starts the turn, his left arm taut with effort, when he looks over his shoulder at the beach that marks the far border of the lake, soft pale sand, strewn with old branches and stubborn plants.

Set against the canvas of living greens, faded like old watercolours, is a line of black, police black: a figure watching him, standing as if to attention.

Chapter Two

The beach, Little Sky

As Jake sculls nearer, the line becomes a man, clad somewhat incongruously, given the promise of heat, in a dark jacket, open-necked shirt, black trousers with a pronounced crease in the middle. He offers a wave when Jake comes within hailing distance, and makes no movement to shift his ground.

Jake lets the boat bump against the shingles, slick with flattened weeds, and leaps into the splashy shallows. He grabs an old cloth shirt from the bow, red faded into pink by the sun and rough washing, and pulls it on. He smiles into the sky’s glare, eyes thinned into a wince, and holds out his hand.

‘Morning. Though a policeman up this early is never good news.’

His hand is grasped firmly. The voice when it comes back to him is confident, a firm Scottish lilt. ‘I didn’t think my appearance screamed copper quite as loudly as that. But guilty as charged, your honour. My name’s David McAllister. Chief Inspector McAllister.’

Jake shifts to one side so he can see him more clearly. He is of middling height, dark cropped hair lightening faintly at the temples, stubbled face that looks too young for the role, grey eyes that have a touch of irony lurking within them. Jake had heard the name before: McAllister was the man sent in from another force to replace his former friend Watson, who had been recently found guilty of corruption. Watson also had ironical eyes, he recalls, so it would be as well not to read too much into them.

Jake gives a cautious smile. ‘Welcome to the neighbourhood. What brings you here this morning?’ He can hear the faint edge in his own voice, the hint of suspicion. He had been bruised by the discovery of Watson’s treachery; it had pushed him further inward, more keen for isolation and peace, away from his past and the workings of the state.

McAllister’s face doesn’t change. He pats Jake’s arm equably. ‘No need to worry about anything. I was on a walk and thought I’d introduce myself. I’m not long down from Glasgow and all of this rural quiet is killing my sleep. So I’ve been spending my early mornings before work, wandering about the place, not getting up to much.’

‘And stumbled across my bit of the countryside specifically?’

A mild chuckle. ‘Ach, I’ll not pretend I didn’t want to introduce myself too. You’re a bit of a legend in law enforcement around here, and I wanted to look you in the eye, especially after that unfortunate business with your man Watson. You know right enough that dodgy cops will always be around, but they leave a bad atmosphere, do they not, a lingering stink. So why not clear it up from the get-go?’

Jake finds himself charmed by the frankness, the open face. ‘Would you like to come up to the house for a coffee?’

McAllister bends his knees in an extravagant stretch. ‘You’re a gent, but I’ve overstopped too long. My legs aren’t yet used to all this walking and I need to get myself back to the car and get on to work. I’m pleased to meet you, though. Mebbe we might have a coffee or a pint at some point. Mebbe at that cricket game folk keep telling me about. A Scotsman at the cricket, it’s a first step to going native, I tell you.’ He grins. ‘It unsettles me.’

They shake hands again. Jake notices the thick black hair that spills out from his sleeves, coiled and wiry, feels the strength once more in his grip. Their eyes lock amicably, before McAllister gives a vigorous nod, and plunges back into the field behind, arms waving as he walks.

Jake watches him depart, and spends a few minutes wandering aimlessly, breathing deep, pulling up dandelion clocks and letting their greybeard fluff scatter and shimmy in the wind. There are swifts dancing in the air above him, recent migrants, restlessly alive, refusing to pause in their acrobatics. Whistles and shrieks, tuneless as a milkman. He likes the feel of the still-cold grass on his feet, the ground soft and plumped like a pillow. Out of habit, he walks up the ridge, which gives him an extended view of the land down to the river. There, in a large, proud beech tree – a mass of vivid green leaves shooting forth – a pendant of pink is fluttering in the morning breeze.
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